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The Faeries Come for Mrs. Lake
Veronica Ann Vickson of Nantucket wed James 
Edward Lake of Connecticut. She had been in for 
teasing from people of a certain age, with the name 
Veronica Lake, but as she grew older, she kept quite 
definitely to herself. People said she was an in­
valid, or that she suffered from the phobia that 
keeps a person from venturing out. A tall stone wall 
surrounded her property. No telephone line snaked 
in from the street. No antenna roosted on the roof. 
Her hair was abundant, fair like the starlet’s, but 
decidedly graying. She wore it in a heavy braid, or 
twisted up into a sumptuous bun. Sometimes she 
drew the sides back with combs and let the length 
of it wave past her waist.
“Usually, it’s the braid,” whispered Iris Lessing 
to Amanda Reese. The girls were peeping through 
a chink in the stone wall, watching for Mrs. Lake 
in the moonlight.
Twelve-year-old Iris had lived next door to the 
Lakes for a relatively short time. Her bedroom 
window looked down on their garden, and she had 
become something of an authority on Veronica 
Lake. James Lake, though he walked with a limp, 
and wore a scowl intensified by a livid scar on one 
cheek, was interesting— but Iris had rarely seen 
him. It was the magnificent garden, and the votive 
attendance of Mrs. Lake upon it, that had caught 
her up.
It began in the autumn when Mrs. Lake’s gar­
den defied the season, burgeoning well past sum­
mer. Fronds and blooms frothed over the wall, ivy 
clung to the blue-gray stones, and mosses colored 
the mortar. The garden burbled with water sounds. 
Trees shushed with every breeze. Birds rested there 
at night, and their songs woke Iris each sunrise. 
She got up from her bed and peeked down at the 
garden from behind her curtains.
Wearing her quilted robe or her lavender ki­
mono, Mrs. Lake emerged, her braid frowzy from 
sleep. She moved slowly, appearing and disappear­
ing on winding pathways. Ferns unfurling, maples 
and oaks, shrubs in flower, and rose bushes with 
mighty thorns and delicate thoms, blossoms of 
every kind and color that pushed up through the 
green, mossy earth, or dangled on long runners, or 
burst from smooth branches, all seemed, percepti­
bly, to lean toward Mrs. Lake as she passed.
She filled bird feeders with seed from a tin. 
She scattered nuts for chattering squirrels and rau­
cous crows. She tended stone altars, leaving curi­
ous offerings, some of which glinted in the morn­
ing light, and which, Iris suspected, were gem­
stones.
This spring night was momentous for Iris and 
Amanda, peering through the chink in the wall. 
Before full nighttime and the rising of the moon, 
they had pierced their right thumbs with a sewing 
needle and like lips in a first kiss, had pressed 
thumb to thumb mingling their blood. Then they 
had pressed the crimson digits onto a parchment 
specially prepared for the occasion, leaving per­
fect thumbprints beneath careful signatures.
That afternoon, they had borrowed two sheets 
of Iris’ m other’s best stationery. It was handmade 
paper, ivory-colored, ragged-edged and almost 
translucent, with bits of nubby linen in it. On one 
sheet, the girls arranged pressed blossoms and 
leaves that Iris had acquired by climbing the stone 
wall between her ordinary back yard and the moist 
paradise of Mrs. Lake’s garden. They applied a 
layer of white glue to the second sheet and put the 
two together, then squashed the whole beneath Ins’ 
well-thum bed Oxford English Dictionary. By 
evening, the glue had dned to form the parchment.
The wording had been difficult. Not because 
the girls were twelve and had insufficient vocabu­
lary. Quite the contrary, Amanda was a reader, and 
Iris, as evidenced by her tome of a dictionary, had 
an affinity for words. Their abundance and speci­
ficity pleased her; arrangements of letters meant
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something.
“Like h-e-r,” said Iris to Amanda. “It means 
female and ordinary, but add an o and the word is 
h-e-r-o, male and extra-ordinary. Everything re­
versed by one letter.”
“0,” mouthed Amanda, as if tasting the signifi­
cance.
So it was not lack of words, but that the words 
must be suitably enigmatic and, at the same time, 
bind the girls eternally as blood-sisters.
Amanda had looked on while Iris, who wrote 
the better hand, practiced on sheets of ordinary 
paper, wielding her father’s expensive fountain pen 
with its broad, masculine nib and pitch-black ink. 
They worked by candlelight at In s’ half-round 
desk, in front of her bedroom window, looking 
down onto Mrs. Lake’s vespertine garden.
At last, the parchment was inscnbed:
Iris May Lessing and Amanda Jane Reese do 
hereunto press their blood-crimson thumbs on this 
eve o f April 8th 1983. They do freely swear that, 
from this day until forever, they will guard, jointly  
and severally, even with their very lives, all o f the 
secrets that have been, or will be revealed to them 
about her, and that they will be blood-sisters until 
the day they die whether through old age, acci­
dent, disease, heartbreak, or misfortune, which they 
doubt.
Iris May Lessing Amanda Jane Reese
“Until the day they die,” the little girls mur­
mured, pressing cnmson thumbs to the parchment.
Ins shivered as if she had trod on a newly filled 
grave. The sensation was disturbing and familiar.
Carrying flowers to her grandmother’s grave 
in Oregon, she had once stepped upon a newly 
sodded mound and it had yielded beneath her feet. 
Only slightly more pressure, she had thought, and 
she would find herself six feet under, presenting 
her bouquet to— to what? A worm-eaten cadaver? 
An articulated skeleton? She had never thought, 
in real terms, of what lay beneath the rolling green­
ery. The fact of her dear grandmother’s body, all 
those bodies, buried there, changing. Words had
cascaded in her mind: moldering, corruption, des­
iccation. It had been something of a shock, and 
Iris had shivered until her teeth chattered.
That shiver had come for the second time when 
her stealthy, booted feet first touched the winter­
ing earth of Mrs. Lake’s garden and it too had 
yielded.
“Why does our blood turn brownish, Iris?” 
asked Amanda.
“Oxidization,” answered Iris promptly, happy 
to be distracted from grave thoughts.
Amanda appreciated the fact that Iris gener­
ally knew the answers to things. She always had 
her nose in som e book  or o ther. N ot only 
storybooks with fanciful pictures of the kind that 
Amanda preferred, but all kinds of books with big 
words in them, like ozid . . . oxdiz . . . .
“W hat does o zd ix iza tio n  m ean?” asked 
Amanda.
“Oxidization,” corrected Iris, gently. “It’s like 
rusting,” she said, cocking her head in a way that 
she had acquired from her father, blinking her big, 
brown eyes behind her eyeglasses.
Amanda found the response comprehensible. 
She knew that human blood contained iron, and 
that iron exposed to the elements rusted. When she 
grabbed hold of the wrought-iron railings of her 
own front gate they colored her palms, and it did 
look quite like the thumbprints on their parchment: 
brownish-red, like rust.
Ozdixization, Amanda thought to herself while 
her blood-sister loosely rolled the executed parch­
ment, bound it with a dark-blue corded ribbon, and 
placed it in her rosewood box.
The girls had been fast friends for two long 
months, before Iris had revealed the box. Fast 
friends because their bonding was like the two 
pieces of stationery joined with white glue. They 
were, finally, inseparable. Long months, because 
winter had muffled and slowed the days, and those 
days had been full of mystery and revelation. Look­
ing back, two months felt like years to the little 
girls.
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“If you swear to keep it absolutely secret,” Iris 
had said to Amanda, “I’ll show you something 
wonderful.”
Iris had this way of creating excitement. It 
never had to do with mundane things, whispers 
about girls and boys at school, but always, Amanda 
had learned, about things that mattered. Amanda 
had solemnly placed her hand over her heart. She 
had sworn by all that was holy and by all that she 
loved that she would never ever reveal the fact, or 
the contents, of Iris Lessing’s precious, rosewood 
box.
“Grandmother gave it to me when I turned 
seven. Her grandmother gave it to her when she 
was seven and her grandmother to her, and so on. 
I’m to add at least one important thing, and give it 
to my granddaughter when her turn comes.”
The rosewood box was twelve inches square, 
ten inches deep, hinged with ebony wood, intri­
cately carved with vines and flowers. Humming­
birds burrowed into blossoms. Snakes slithered on 
branches. It had a hooking latch of ivory and sil­
ver. Inside were wonderful things, smaller boxes
and bags of velvet. The 
fact was, for Iris the 
greatest pleasure came 
in the sharing of them. 
With Amanda Reese, 
she dared to trust once 
more.
First, she revealed 
a sweet-smelling cedar 
box, in which there was 
a miniature tea set, in­
c lu d in g  the long- 
spouted teapot and the 
sugar bowl, each with 
proper handles and re­
m ovable tops. There 
were six cups and sau­
cers, a cream er, and 
tiny spoons carved of 
cedar, rubbed smooth. 
With the box lid closed, the surface acted as the 
table on which the girls arranged the pieces. They 
passed the teapot back and forth, filling cups with 
imaginary tea.
“I suppose we’re too old for this now,” Iris said, 
as they soon tired of the game, “but I love touch­
ing the pieces!”
A few days later, she revealed a music box, the 
size of a pocket matchbox. A peacock rose up when 
she opened the lid, fanned his brilliant plumage 
and rotated left and right, opening and closing his 
golden beak to the tune of The Night We Were Wed.
In a black velvet box, there was a necklace of 
amber beads, with matching bracelet, and pendant 
earrings. Inside each bead were the preserved bod­
ies of ancient insects. Exceedingly small, scarab­
like creatures.
There was an odiferous bundle of sandalwood 
incense, slightly burnt at the tip, encircled by dried 
weeds, the whole tightly wrapped with braided yam 
in a rainbow of colors. Ins called it a smudge-stick.
“For chasing away evil spirits. I had to use it 
that time, after Marsha Gates.”
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“Oh gosh!” Amanda had heard about Marsha 
Gates in graphic detail.
There were two groupings of netsuke, ex­
tremely valuable, though Iris had no sense of that. 
There were three squatting monkeys: one covered 
his eyes with his hands, another his ears, the third 
his mouth. Her great-great-great-grandmother had 
attached a label to the bottom of each figure. The 
words: See No, Hear No, and Speak No had faded 
to lavender. The word Evil had disappeared, if it 
had ever been there.
The second grouping was of three robed, Ori­
ental women. The figures were affixed to a base of 
carved mahogany wood that formed a lake before 
them, and a mountain behind. The eldest, serene 
and wise, sat upon a mat with a scroll unrolling 
across her lap. Her right hand raised, palm up, ges­
tured toward the lake. The second woman, pinch­
faced, stood back peering suspiciously at the first. 
The third and youngest gazed, wide-eyed, at the 
water. A wave was rising from the lake, standing 
as high as her elder’s upraised hand.
“I think they’re sisters, don’t you?” said Iris.
“The pinch-faced one looks so jealous!” said 
Amanda.
There was a blue velvet bag, cinched with a 
cord of bright yellow. It contained a deck of Tarot 
cards, each one hand-painted in the Egyptian style: 
beautiful, mannered illustrations of the cups and 
swords, pentacles, and wands that looked like bud­
ded lilac stems, only thicker.
Ins had known Amanda for four months be­
fore she mentioned Mrs. Lake. She had been test­
ing her Connecticut friend for worthiness, and 
Amanda understood. It was because of the girl in 
Oregon: the red-haired betrayer, Marsha Gates.
Like Amanda, Marsha Gates had excitedly 
sworn a vow. The rosewood box had opened. She 
had seen the amber beads, with the promise of more 
to follow, but, in a moment of weakness, Marsha 
had failed Ins. She succumbed to her so-called best 
friends. The ones that looked askance at Ins 
Lessing because she was “a brain,” had no interest
in clothes and make-up. Because she wore glasses 
and looked over the tops of them when she spoke, 
like the Principal did. Because she read during re­
cess and did not skip rope or play dodge ball. Be­
cause she rode her bike alone, avoiding the com­
mon routes. Especially because she volunteered in 
class and gave the right answers. Or worse, raised 
her hand to ask a question, eliciting a response to 
which she would eagerly listen while the class 
slunk deep in their seats, rolling their eyes at one 
other, murmuring, “Geek.”
“We wanna see your amber beads, Iris,” de­
manded Jan Steuben, the most popular girl in class, 
one day. She towered blondly over Iris, backed by 
her legions, including, horribly, M arsha Gates. 
“And the bracelet and earrings that match.”
Iris, seated beneath an oak, raised molten eyes 
from her book and flashed Marsha a murderous 
look over the top of her glasses.
Marsha already felt ill. It had been exciting 
when she had intoned the oath, and Iris had opened 
the sweet-smelling box. The fact was Marsha liked 
Iris. She had not meant to tell. It had slipped out at 
a slumber party at Jan’s house.
“Lucky your mom didn’t make you invite Iris 
Lessing,” dark-haired M elinda had sniped that 
night. She snuggled into her sleeping bag, careful 
not to smudge her newly applied red-organdy lip­
stick.
“Yeah,” said her best friend, waggling freshly 
painted fingernails, “know-it-all, goody-two-shoes 
Ins.”
“She’s not so bad,” Marsha had stupidly said. 
“I ’ve been to her house
Jan Steuben, Melinda, all the girls had swarmed 
over Marsha like army ants. Why had she been 
hanging around with that creep? That was when it 
slipped out, about the rosewood box and the am­
ber beads, and now Jan was determined to see them 
for herself.
Iris felt her spine harden as if taking strength 
from the oak. “I have no idea what you’re talking 
about, Jan Steuben.”
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A feeling of doom, like a dark-gloved hand, 
pressed upon Marsha’s head.
“Yes, you do, Iris Lessing!” insisted Jan, cross­
ing chubby arms on her budding chest, kicking at 
fallen leaves. “Marsha told us all about it. Don’t 
have to be stingy just ‘cause you’re a string bean.”
Several girls sniggered plumply, inching closer 
to Marsha.
“I regret to inform you, Jan Steuben, that 
Marsha Gates has fabricated a story, presumably 
to increase her importance in your eyes. It has, 
however, no basis in fact!”
“Liar!” shouted Marsha, breaking ranks. “You 
showed me!”
Iris cocked her head. She closed her book and 
stood up.
“Lying,” she said, “or Treachery? Which is 
worse, Marsha Gates?” Then: “There is no box,” 
she said, looking level-eyed at Jan Steuben.
Casting a final, fiery glance at Marsha, Iris 
turned on her heel and walked away.
“W hat’s treachery mean?” asked Melinda.
“There is so a box,” Marsha sputtered, turning 
to Jan and her minions. “It’s full of things, trea­
sures!”
“Like what?” said Jan, feigning boredom. Her 
target had slipped away, so neatly, with her dig­
nity intact. It seemed about to diminish Jan in the 
moment, and that sensation of diminishment, prick­
ling on her skin, was intolerable.
“The amber jewelry!” said Marsha.
“Yeah, and what else?” demanded Melinda, 
bouncing a black-and-w hite dodge ball near 
Marsha’s feet, forcing her to skip back awkwardly.
“There were other boxes and velvet bags. She 
didn’t show me everything. But she was going to! 
It’s full of neat stuff.”
“She’d show us those beads i f  she had them!” 
said Jan. “Anybody would!”
“She would!” the troop chimed in. “Who 
wouldn’t!?”
Marsha realized that she was now the target. 
The hand of doom pressed harder. Her stomach
churned.
“You know what, Marsha?” said Jan Steuben. 
“You’re the one who’s full of it. Full of baloney!” 
she said, and then the coup d ’eclat: "We think 
you’re a total liar, Marsha Gates.”
Jan Steuben and her troop turned about-face, 
hair fanning like banners as they marched away in 
lock step.
Marsha Gates, Traitor or Liar, in exile at 12 
years old, could move neither forward nor back. 
She would bear solitary confinement, the brutal 
snubs of her former friends for upwards of four 
school days (it would seem eternity) before Jan 
Steuben finally pardoned her.
Iris Lessing, on the other hand, would never 
pardon. She went straight to the nurse’s office com­
plaining of headache. She looked ill. Her skin was 
pasty, her eyes red-rimmed and she had a history 
of migraines. The nurse stuck the obligatory ther­
mometer into Iris’ mouth but before she even 
looked at the reading, she called Mrs. Lessing.
Elena, the Lessings’ live-in housekeeper, 
fetched Ins home from school. She had seen her 
little I-reese like this before, in the grip of an aw­
ful headache.
Iris held her misery in check until she got home, 
then bolted upstairs to her room and shut the door. 
She burst into tears at the awful betrayal of Marsha 
Gates. She would never, ever trust anyone again!
Elena knocked at her door. “I-reese? Did ju 
took your medizins?”
Her tablets and a glass of water were on her 
bedside table. “Go away, Elena, please. Tell Mom 
I don’t want dinner.”
Soon after this unpleasant event, the Lessings 
moved to Connecticut, arriving in the flaming au­
tumn.
Iris was glad, glad, glad! She made no friends 
at her new school. She obtained her library card 
and spent the early autumn reading in the woods 
beside the streams where leaves were blazing and 
soon would fall. She had discovered poetry, Emily 
Dickinson, William Butler Yeats, and Stevie Smith
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with her funny line drawings, and great poems like 
“Not Waving but Drowning.”
Then, there was Mrs. Lake, and it was partly 
because of what she did not do that she came par­
ticularly to Iris’ attention.
So many leaves accumulated as fall progressed 
that Iris’ father raked them into piles and burned 
them in the gravel driveway as their neighbors did. 
Iris loved the smell of burning leaves, reminiscent 
of her smudge-stick. “A pleasing odor unto the 
Lord,” she had read in the Old Testament. She knew 
the reference had to do with the fat parts of animal 
sacrifices, but it seemed to her that this scent of 
burning leaves must also be pleasing to God. Who­
ever God was. Wherever He was, and assuming 
He was a he, and that He had nostrils, which she 
doubted.
Given that, the question of how it was that an 
odor could in fact please Him had occupied Iris 
for some time.
Elena scrubbed, then wrapped enorm ous, 
brown-skinned potatoes in aluminum foil. She 
pierced them with a fork and tossed them deep into 
a pile of burning leaves. When there was nothing 
left but hot embers, In s’ father poked around with 
the rake and retrieved the potatoes, blackened on 
the outside.
The Lessing family sat down on smooth gray 
and blue rocks that formed the curving edges of 
their driveway. Inside the blackened foil, the pota­
toes had baked to fluffy perfection. Some had burst 
open. The smoke and even some ashes had got in 
a little and flavored them.
“Pretend she’s pepper,” said Elena and every­
one laughed.
They buttered and salted the steaming hot po­
tatoes, then gobbled them up, blowing on their fin­
gers. It was messy, lovely, and completely spoiled 
their dinner, which Elena did not mind because, “I 
don’t kook heem yet, an’ no deesh for washes!”
Leaves burned day after day in gravel drive­
ways all around the neighborhood, but not in Mrs. 
Lake’s drive. This was puzzling because Iris had
been watching. She had seen Mrs. Lake raking and 
weeding, collecting debris on a piece of burlap, 
carrying it out of sight around the side of her curi­
ous stone house. But Mrs. Lake s collection bin 
was never full of leaves or the branches she pruned, 
or the weeds she pulled, and she did not bum them. 
What, Iris wondered, did she do with them?
Spying was not, Iris knew, polite. People were 
entitled to privacy. Her parents did not barge into 
her room without knocking. She had even quite 
recently resisted  the tem ptation to rum m age 
through Elena’s room after glimpsing something 
through her open door. There was a photograph of 
a uniformed man on her bedside table. It sat be­
neath an icon of the Virgin Mary. Rosary beads 
hung over the silver frame, and a votive candle 
burnt perpetually before it. Instead of prying, Iris 
asked her mother about it.
“That’s Elena’s husband sweetheart. He died 
in a plane crash in Nicaragua. She rarely speaks of 
him. It always makes her cry.”
Now, husbands were a mystery to Iris. Her par­
ents were what people called “a lovely couple,” 
and Iris loved her professorial Daddy to bits, but 
why was it, she wondered, that every girl was ex­
pected to want a husband? She understood the func­
tioning of the human body— the egg and the sperm, 
but what of Mrs. Lake? She seemed not to have 
any children. So why had she bothered to take a 
husband? Why was he so frequently absent, or if 
present, why did he never venture into the garden? 
Furthermore, why did Mrs. Lake never go out? 
Why did the leaves on her trees turn so much later 
than all the others did, and why did she not bum 
them once they fell? What was the function of the 
small altars? What were the offerings upon them, 
and for what, or for whom were they? Questions 
numerous as autumn leaves piled up in Iris’ mind.
She had never even seen the whole of the odd, 
two-story, stone house. It was practically invisible 
from her window, and from the roadside, except 
for three nobbly chimneys above the treetops. Most 
importantly, she had never properly seen Mrs.
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Lake, only from above or through a chink in the 
wall.
Early winter, one Sunday, Iris begged off 
church as she often did. Then she bundled up 
against the cold, mittens, boots and all. She walked 
through the woods to the stone wall bounding Mrs. 
Lake’s garden furthest from the house. Her boots 
scrunched loudly in the snow.
It was almost too easy. Although the stones in 
the wall were smooth, rounded, even slippery, there 
were perfect footholds and handholds. The next 
thing Iris knew her booted feet touched the ground. 
It yielded to her weight, and she shivered.
It was strange. Like Dorothy in Munchkin- 
Land Iris thought, because, although snow had 
fallen in this garden, it was not stark, black and 
white and gray like the outside world. There was a 
superabundance of color. There were dark-green 
bushes with masses of purple, green or red ber­
ries. There were evergreen trees, teal-blue, com­
pact, and vibrant. Their branches, spaced in per­
fect symmetry, turned up at the ends and oh, the 
spicy scent. There were mounds and hillocks cov­
ered with snow, but showing a golden fringe of 
straw at their edges. Beside a sapling maple, stones 
were stacked to form a niche and a platform on 
which there sat small wooden bowls filled with 
milk and honey. There were shiny rocks, bits of 
colored crystal, and infinitesimal seashells, artfully 
arranged. Wind chimes of bamboo and burnished 
copper hung from branches above this altar. They 
tinkled and chimed in the breeze. Ins heard water 
splashing in the distance. Birds singing. She was 
almost dizzy with impressions.
Scrunch. Scrunch. Someone was coming! No 
time to get back over the w all!
Iris hid as best she could behind the berried 
bushes. Why, oh why had she worn her flaming 
red parka? Her heart pounded in her chest. Her 
breath made visible mist.
Mrs. Lake came down the path wearing her 
quilted robe cinched with a wide embroidered cord. 
She was shaking her tin of birdseed. Tipping it out
here and there onto the snow, filling feeders that 
hung from the trees. She was touching branches 
and winter blooms, scattering walnuts and peanuts 
from her pockets. She came to a full stop as crea­
tures appeared to gather what she scattered.
Iris had never seen squirrels with tails so plush, 
hands so quick and perfectly formed, or birds with 
such red breasts, and blue breasts, and iridescent 
wings, or crows so sleek and cocky.
Peering through the berried bush, Ins found 
that Mrs. Lake was starkly beautiful. She had in­
telligent, blue-gray eyes beneath wide eyelids. Her 
lashes were short, but dark, and her brows were 
dark too. Her expression was mobile, changeable. 
Her lips were neither plump nor narrow, and were 
a faded red. Her skin was not deeply wrinkled, but 
fine lines radiated from the comers of her eyes, 
and above her upper lip. Her cheekbones were pro­
nounced with a blush on them, as if she had pinched 
them or rubbed them with a coarse washcloth or 
chapped them in harsh weather. Her jaw  was 
strong. Her hair, blonde and gray in its thick braid, 
swung over her shoulder like heavy rope when she 
bent down. Her face had a freshness about it such 
as New England women often have, a beauty that 
would have been ordinary if made-up. She was tall, 
5 ’7" or so, and slender to judge from her wrists, 
her neck, and her long, narrow feet, which were, 
to Iris’ amazement, bare, the toes red against the 
snow.
Mrs. Lake drew very near In s’ hiding place. 
She paused. Had she noticed Ins’ bootpnnts, the 
red of her parka? She reached out with her long­
fingered hand to touch the bush behind which Ins 
crouched. She murmured softly. “Sir Vinus,” it 
sounded like. A name? Maybe a botanical name?
Mrs. Lake moved on, following the path away 
toward the water sounds.
Iris scrambled out of her hiding place, face 
burning. She clambered back over the wall. “Kan­
sas,” she thought, standing in the black-and-white 
world again.
It was not long after that first of many incur 
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sions that Iris met Amanda Reese in the library. 
She liked Amanda at once, the way she read, with 
a dictionary at hand and curling a strand of her 
curly blonde hair around her index finger, some­
times drawing it to her lips in concentration. Two 
months later, Iris showed Amanda her rosewood 
box. Two months more and Iris would show 
Amanda Mrs. Lake.
First came the last amazing treasure from the 
box, as unusual as the Egyptian Tarot cards. It was 
a brown satin bag with a silver snap closure. It 
contained three strange coins, and a black book 
with writing inside, and a larger book with a yel­
low binding and a dove-gray paper cover. The coins 
were round with squares cut out of their middles. 
One side thickly inscribed with Chinese charac­
ters, the other sparsely with Persian characters.
“What are they for, Iris?” asked Amanda, hold­
ing the coins in her hand.
“Divination.”
“For telling the future. Like the Tarot?”
“Right, or for understanding the present or the 
past. You think about a question or a problem while 
you hold the coins in your hand. Then you toss 
them, six times.”
Amanda tossed the coins onto the carpeted 
floor where they were sitting, cross-legged, heads 
close together.
“They’re even or odd, depending which side 
comes up. The Persian side is worth three. The 
Chinese side is worth two. You total up the threes 
and twos. If the sum is even, you draw a broken 
line like this: — and for odd, you draw an unbro­
ken line like this: — . You have to deal with chang­
ing lines. I’ll explain that later. See,” Ins opened 
the small black book in which hexagrams had been 
transcribed by many different hands. “Straight or 
broken from the bottom until there are six. That 
makes two tngrams or one hexagram. Each com­
bination has a meaning.”
“It’s like secret code,” said Amanda, scanning 
the lines stacked in all possible combinations.
“It is! You interpret them with the The Book o f
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Changes. I’ll show you.”
Iris glanced toward the window and jumped to 
her feet.
“The moon is up, Amanda! We have to go! 
She’ll be beside the stream.”
This was the night. The moon was full. The 
parchment had been made. Decorated with the 
leaves and flowers that had fallen at Iris’ feet like 
offerings each time she had breached the wall, and 
she had breached it many times, day and night all 
through the winter and into the spring. Iris and 
Amanda had mingled their blood, executing the 
parchment, and on the strength of that, this spring 
night, they would enter Mrs. Lake’s garden as sis­
ters.
“When she wears it loose with just the barrettes, 
it gets caught on the thorns and branches; when 
she wears it in the bun it starts falling down when 
she’s pulling weeds; so it’s usually the braid. But 
at the full moon, she sits at the gazebo by the 
stream, and loosens it and when she brushes her 
hair, that’s when it happens . . . . ' ’
Iris was whispering. She and Amanda held up 
the hems of their long robes taken from the dress- 
up trunk, specially, for this night. Tiptoeing, bare­
footed through the sleeping Lessing house, past 
the master bedroom, down the blessedly carpeted 
stairs. Pas’: Elena’s door, then through the gleam­
ing kitchen, past the shimmery, eerie white of the 
stove, and sink, and refrigerator, they had darted 
out the back door into the balmy spring night.
The lawn was silver with dew, and the girls 
had left a trail, like snails, all the way to the wall. 
They peered through the chink, and then Iris gath­
ered up her robe and climbed, waiting to help 
Amanda, whose knees were knocking with excite­
ment.
“Put your foot there,” she whispered.
Over they went.
Night-blooms perfumed the air.
A mockingbird burst loudly into song. His vast 
repertoire, the sequence unvarying, he would sing 
until midnight had passed.
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“This way. Toward the stream.”
“The ground is so soft.”
“Shhh! Dichondra. Watch out for sprouting 
bulbs. Don’t crush anything!”
Amanda saw tongues sticking up from earth, 
the beginnings of narcissus or freesia maybe, or 
tulips. Ferns made lacy patterns of the moonlight, 
fronds stirring gently as the little girls moved past.
Amanda heard the stream. Then she saw the 
gazebo that stood on a rise beside it.
Mrs. Lake was sitting on the bottom step. Her 
long legs stretched out, so that her naked heels just 
reached the burbling water. Her Grandmother Irene 
Vickson’s elegant silver hairbrush lay in her lap. 
She was loosening her braid over one shoulder.
“They’ll come,” whispered Ins. She pulled 
Amanda’s hand so that she would sit low behind 
the screen of fems.
Veronica Lake began to brush her hair, and her 
rhythmic strokes seemed to make a thrumming 
sound in the air. She conjured the memory of her 
grandmother, Irene, remembering the time before 
she fell ill. She imagined it was Irene’s soft hair 
passing through the bristles.
Lights began to flicker in the foliage around 
Mrs. Lake.
“Oh?!” whispered Amanda.
“Shhh!” whispered Iris, who was concentrat­
ing on a picture that was forming in her mind, much 
more clearly this time than any of the times be­
fore.
James and Veronica played in Irene’s garden 
when they were little. They courted there when they 
were grown. James had been attuned then, though 
he could not see as clearly as Veronica and Irene 
did. They married in Irene’s garden, and June per­
fume had enveloped them like the promise of sweet 
things to come, the promise of children, and abun­
dant life.
Then the tentacles of war embraced the world. 
James Lake volunteered for duty, as did most of 
the men in Nantucket. Veronica remembered that 
day, when James came home to tell her. She was
planting sweet williams and kitten-faced pansies.
“James, why? You could never kill anyone, 
could you?”
“Vee,” said James, wiping a smudge from her 
young cheek, “I know every man in this town. No 
one wants to go. Oh, maybe a few do, but mostly 
everyone is scared. I can’t let someone else go in 
my place.”
“But if no one went there’d be no war!”
How nai ve, they had to go because the enemy 
was brutal. Violence bred violence. The war was 
already visible, in the piles of tires and scrap metal 
collecting in the town. She had felt it coming, a 
spreading disease like canker, like mealy bug scales 
on the underside of leaves, like white fly. She had 
felt it everywhere, except in Irene’s garden. Even 
Irene’s death, when it came, came quietly. James 
carried her into her garden on the night that she 
died. He held the old woman in his arms. She was 
so light.
“Take care of Vee,” said Irene, “and the gar­
den. Take care of the garden, James.” Then, anx­
iously: “Do you see them, Vee? I can’t see them!” 
James felt her shudder in his arms.
James Lake really saw them for the first time 
then. Small lights gathered in legions as Irene was 
breathing her last. His eyes filled with tears, blur­
ring the lights until they were bright streaks in the 
air all around him.
“I see them, Irene,” said Veronica.
“They’ve come for me then,” she sighed with 
relief. “I was afraid
“Go, Irene, we release you, with love,” said 
Veronica.
James felt something change. Irene’s body be­
coming still lighter, almost as if she would rise out 
of his arms, a dandelion spore on the wind. Then, 
he saw something that he thought he would never 
forget, but James did forget, because we humans 
do: extraordinary things blotted out by horror or 
even just by time, if we are not careful.
James inherited 6 acres of land in Connecti­
cut. There, he and Veronica decided to build their
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home. They built a stone hut that was 
mostly a kitchen to live in. They d is­
m antled Irene’s modest house, saving 
wood, stones, doors, mantles, the windows 
and sashes. They built their home with 
those parts, and with the gray and blue 
stone that came up in every shovel-full of 
earth they turned in preparation for their 
C onnecticu t garden. N eighbors w ere 
happy to bring more stones. Some even 
helped to set the foundations in place back 
then, when the Lakes still spoke to their neigh­
bors.
Veronica Lake brushed her hair by the stream 
and remembered how they had transplanted Irene’s 
garden. It was work but fun too, seeing the garden 
reborn. Truckload by truckload they moved it to 
Connecticut, finishing just as basic training began 
for James. Then he was sent away to fight, to die, 
or worse, as he came to see it, to live.
The small lights were moving purposefully 
about, growing stronger and larger as Mrs. Lake 
brushed her hair. Amanda stifled a squeal. She 
squeezed Iris’ hand.
“She seems tired,” whispered Ins.
“Does she?” Amanda could not tell.
Ins could feel it, as surely as she was reading 
Veronica Lake’s mind. She had felt the tiredness 
before, the first time she had spied on her under 
the full moon. There was another garden, an old 
woman and sadness. There was a young man and 
despair. It was in her mind again. Iris could see it 
all, clearly.
Veronica conjured the day that she went into 
the city to wave goodbye to James. He looked 
strange w ith his beautiful brown hair shorn, wear­
ing the pressed, khaki-colored uniform. It was 
shocking to see him move with precision, march­
ing as one with his unit, eyes straight ahead 
unseeing, already changing, though he managed a 
w ink for her.
James had seen the lights w hen they came for 
Irene, but it had been the first, and the last time, so
it seemed. Sirvinus had been entirely visible. His 
Deva shape enclosed in a fountain of colored flame, 
exactly as Veronica and Irene had so often de­
scribed him. As James Lake marched away from 
his lovely Vee, away from warmth, and light, and 
beauty, he thought, fleetingly, of Sirvinus, and be­
gan even then to wonder what he had really seen 
that night in Nantucket. It might have been a trick 
of the light, an illusion after all.
Veronica built rooms upon rooms. Adding to 
their stone house all through the months, and then 
the years of the war: a second story of bedrooms, 
including rooms for the children they had planned, 
and a room for their books, and a playroom. Down­
stairs she added a mudroom with space for seed­
ling trays. She increased the size of the kitchen, 
adding a parlor on one side and a smoking room 
on the other. James had taken up cigars, or so he 
had intimated in the uncensored portion of one of 
his letters. Then he had fallen ominously silent.
Veronica knew that James was alive. She con­
tinued to write, but he did not reply. Then she re­
ceived a telegram. James Lake had been badly 
wounded, it said. He was hospitalized in France.
He sent one letter:
Vee,
Don't come. They say I will survive.
James
Enclosed with this cold and cryptic note was a 
letter from his doctor. James was suffering, the 
doctor wrote, from severe battle fatigue in addi­
tion to his extensive bodily injuries. It would be
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best if she were to wait for her husband at home.
And so Veronica waited.
When James returned, his shorn hair was com­
pletely white. The doctors had rebuilt him as best 
they could, but for Jam es, everything he had 
known, had loved, and had planned to love, was 
destroyed as his body had been destroyed. Things 
he had seen and that had been done to him, and 
worst of all, things that he had had to do, had al­
tered him. He had been made a shell by a shell.
Veronica met James at the train station in the 
village. When she saw him stepping down from 
the compartment, gingerly with a cane, his hair a 
shock of white, his dear face scarred, she lunged 
for him. She flung her arms around his neck. James 
raised his free hand, patted her gently on the back, 
absently, like a distant uncle. He gazed out the 
window on the drive home, never speaking.
Veronica was numb.
They talked briefly, that first evening, sitting 
in the parlor.
“Won’t you come into the garden, James? It’s 
so beautiful now.”
He responded as if he had not heard what she 
said: “I can never give you the children you wanted, 
Vee.” His voice was flat. His once-gentle eyes, 
blank and empty.
“It doesn't matter, James. I have you.”
“Then, after all, you have nothing. I won’t be a 
bother to you, Vee. Or I’ll go away if you prefer.”
There was more to it, though not much more. 
Veronica raged and cned out, but realized that there 
was no battle James would fight except the one 
raging inside; his war was not over.
He took up silent residence in the smoking 
room. He never commented on the house. He never 
ventured up the stairs, never again into her parlor, 
and never into the garden. James shopped, once a 
week, in the village. That was his intercourse with 
the world. Otherwise, he read books about war. 
All the wars that had ever been fought. He bashed 
his head against them, and smoked his cigars to 
ash.
Veronica too, retreated from the world. She 
prepared meals, but she and James took them sepa­
rately, or if together, then in a silence that was not 
companionable, but blank, and empty like his eyes. 
Her life had been her house and garden all the time 
James was gone. It had remained her life from that 
time to this, with James orbiting like a near planet, 
caught indifferently in her field of gravity.
Iris wept. All that Mrs. Lake conjured was 
clearly visible to her, and the child felt the pain of 
it and the feeling of dread. She squeezed Amanda’s 
hand.
An especially bright light stopped near the bare 
feet of Veronica Lake. It reflected madly in the 
moving water of the stream. Mrs. Lake stopped 
brushing her hair.
“I am ill, Sirvinus,” she said.
Iris caught her breath.
“We know,” said a small voice.
Amanda squeaked. Iris clapped a hand over her 
friend’s mouth.
The voice had come from the light, and had 
made it flicker like a colored flame. And now, the 
little girls made out a form within that flame! Arms 
and legs, a handsome, impish face, and wings that 
beat so swiftly they were a blur! Other lights drew 
near.
“I don’t know what to do,” said Mrs. Lake. “If 
James doesn’t remember, if he doesn’t release me, 
I won’t be able to go home.”
Veronica Lake raised her hands and began to 
separate her hair into sections, preparing to weave 
the strands into a French braid.
“The children will help you,” said Sirvinus 
from the light.
Now, Iris made a sound.
“The children?” Mrs. Lake turned her head 
toward the stand of fern that shielded the girls from 
view.
“These two!” said a chorus of small voices.
Ins and Amanda realized that golden lights had 
surrounded them, and each light had a visible be­
ing within it, like a scarab inside an amber bead.
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They could hear the thrum of their faery wings. 
The louder the thrum, the brighter the light.
“Oh!” said Mrs. Lake, her expression bright­
ening. “Is it Iris? Iris and Amanda?”
“Come out,” said the Faeries, pinching gently 
at the girls, plucking at their hair. “You are Iris 
and Amanda? We know you are!”
The girls stood up on trembling legs. They 
emerged from behind the fem, herded forward in 
their long robes to stand with hot faces before Mrs. 
Lake.
“You know me?”
Mrs. Lake smiled. “Yes, since you first moved 
in. I’ve been watching you, and Amanda too.” 
“You have?”
“It seemed fair, since you were watching me.” 
Iris blushed to the roots of her hair.
“I ’m sorry, I . . . we . . .”
“Don’t be sorry,” said Mrs. Lake, waving her 
hand to encompass her garden. “Any child who 
could resist this, I shouldn’t care to know.”
“Are you, are you very ill, Mrs. Lake?”
“Yes.” Mrs. Lake began to braid her hair again. 
“Of course people have always said that I was, but 
for some time now it has been true.”
It was strange. Iris could feel no sadness from 
her about the illness, but there was something else, 
and it was weighing upon Mrs. Lake.
“My heart is weak. It jumps at me all the time.” 
As if to emphasize the point, Mrs. Lake’s hands 
dropped into her lap.
“May I braid your hair for you? I’ve watched 
how you do it.”
“Would you, Iris? My Grandmother Irene used 
to do my hair, and then I would do hers. It was so 
much softer than mine, so fine.”
Veronica felt completely relaxed with the little 
girls. She had been aware of Ins from the moment 
she had first peeked out from behind her bedroom 
curtains. When Ins had come over the wall, that 
first time, Veronica had known she was there, 
crouching behind the berried bush, her breath 
huffing out in clouds. She had hoped that they
would meet but it was difficult to reach out some­
how, even for her. The only human contact she had 
had in years had been with young Byron Wilkes 
from the Nursery in the Village, and with the 
shadow of her husband, James.
“It’s silly really. The littlest things tire me. If it 
weren’t for my dear Devas, the garden would have 
gone to seed and weed by now.”
“You do too much,” said Sirvinus, and yellow 
and blue flames burst out around him.
Iris sat on the steps behind Mrs. Lake, and ten­
tatively touched her hair, human, heavy, and thick. 
It smelled of jasmine, and of citrus. Iris began to 
braid it.
Mrs. Lake patted the step beside her. Amanda 
sat down.
“What can we do to help you, Mrs. Lake?” 
asked Amanda.
“Call me Veronica, or Vee if you like.” She 
closed her eyes as Iris worked on the braid. “How 
can they help, Sirvinus?”
Sirvinus darted up a little, and back, then said, 
“They will help us take care of the garden. You 
must take care of James Lake.”
“He doesn’t want me to,” said Veronica, open­
ing her eyes. “He’s forgotten everything.”
“He will remember now, if you cultivate him 
exclusively.”
“Tell us what to do, Veronica,” said Iris, sa­
voring the name as she finished the braid. Veronica 
handed her a piece of dried grass to secure the end.
“Yes, please,” said Amanda. “We’re prepared 
to do anything.”
“Better hurry home for now.” Veronica stood 
and took hold of Iris’ hands. “The mockingbird is 
quiet so it must be very late. Come tomorrow after 
schoo l.” She kissed Ir is ’ forehead and then 
Amanda’s. “Sirvinus will light your way to the 
wall.”
That spring was unusually long in Veronica 
Lake’s garden. It was as if the Faeries and the little 
girls were staving off summer, then autumn, and 
then cold winter.
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Iris went to Veronica the next day and every 
day after school. They spent an hour or so in close 
discussion in the parlor, drawing the many beds of 
the garden, planning the planting, the pruning, 
weeding and seeding, feeding and mulching and 
watering.
Iris met the Devas, the greater and the lesser 
ones. She learned the beautiful Latin names, 
Lavandula Angustifolia, Jasminum Officinale, of 
the plants they attended, and which offerings were 
proper to each. Some preferred sweet, and some 
preferred bitter or salt. Some blew in your ear, and 
others hid in your hair. Some liked to pinch, and 
some took bold postures that reminded Iris of 
Tinkerbell angry with Peter Pan. Others were shy, 
especially the Orchid Deva who peeped out from 
behind leaves and a blossom, blinking his long- 
lashed eyes, wings thrumming like mad.
Iris brought her rosewood box into Veronica’s 
parlor. They read the Tarot and tossed the Chinese 
coins. They drew hexagrams in the small black 
book, then referred to the gray text to help them 
sort out hard questions about the future.
Amanda was often there. The girls learned that 
the debris of the garden, along with hairs from the 
silver hairbrush, the kitchen parings, and eggshells, 
even the tea and coffee grounds, all went into a 
compost heap. They turned it periodically, with 
large pitchforks. Beneficent insects inhabited the 
heap, transforming it into an earthy, sweet-smell­
ing substance that the girls used by the bucket-full 
and the barrow-full.
Byron Wilkes was 16. He had not breached the 
wall, but had come knocking at Veronica’s gate 
with deliveries from the Nursery. His father said it 
was nonsense, but Byron had been bagging and 
selling the excess compost to certain people, re­
turning the profits to Veronica, since he was 10.
“There’s no other compost like it in all of New 
England,” said Byron to Ins. “But, I guess you 
know that,” he said. He smiled at her as shyly as 
the Orchid Deva. It made something flutter inside
Iris, and when she told Veronica, Veronica smiled 
and said that if it w asn’t indigestion then it might 
be the beginnings of love.
Iris spied James Lake more than once, looking 
out from his smoking room, or from the kitchen 
window. It was not, as she had thought, that he 
was never around. It was that he holed up in his 
designated area. If he was surprised at the sudden 
arrival, and continued presence, of the little girls, 
he did not feel compelled to let them know of it, 
or, for that matter, to let them know of anything 
th c o n ce rn e d  himself. His door was always closed 
when they were inside the house. He was never in 
evidence except for the lingering scent of his ci­
gars.
Veronica stayed inside more and more. James 
noted this change to his gathering discomfort. He 
sensed that something significant was happening, 
but could not put his finger on what it might be. 
Vee did not draw attention to herself. Though now, 
the girl called Ins cooked the meals, left his in the 
warming oven, and Vee always ate separately with 
the girl.
Vee had rarely spoken to James through the 
years, but now she no longer spoke to him at all. 
She left notes for him, listing the things she needed 
from the market or from the Wilkes Nursery. Her 
silence was strangely loud to him. Gradually louder 
it grew, until it was as clear as the cry of a wounded 
comrade, but James Lake did not know how to 
answer.
In the evenings, Vee sat with her long legs up 
on the couch, a plump pillow behind her back. 
More than once, glancing toward the parlor from 
the kitchen, James saw tears slipping silently down 
her face. He did not want to think about it, as he 
had ceased to think about everything except sense­
less death, and hideous death, living death, and 
ultimate death since his time in the war.
Vee was waiting for something, waiting for 
something from him. Yet she never asked him for 
anything, all through that spring and into autumn. 
Until late one evening, that is. When the air was
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abruptly cooler and the trees in her garden were 
finally bare, and brazenly showing their skeletons 
to the full moon.
“James?” called Veronica from her sofa in the 
parlor. “James? Please, will you help me?”
James realized how long it had been since he 
had heard Vee say his name. It hurt him to hear it.
It squeaked in his ear, like an unlubricated hinge.
He limped to the parlor door. He stood at the 
threshold.
“What is it?” he said, more bluntly even than 
he had intended.
Vee’s hair was loose. James could not remem­
ber the last time he had seen it that way. The last 
time he had brushed it for her, years and years ago, 
before the gray had crept into it. Everything be­
tween them had happened long ago.
“I’m afraid I can’t get upstairs tonight without 
your help, James. I’m sorry to be a bother.”
“Are you ill, Vee?”
“Will you help me?”
“Yes,” James said, although he did not feel that 
“yes” in his body, so he moved awkwardly into 
the room. He had entered the parlor only once be­
fore, that first evening, when he had returned home 
from the war, a lifetime ago.
James stood beside the sofa, looking down 
rather stupidly at Vee.
“What do you want me to do?”
“I am sorry, James.” Veronica looked directly 
at her husband with her still quite lovely eyes. He 
noticed that his name had a greater lubricity as he 
watched Vee’s mouth move to form it. “Please, will 
you lift me and carry me up9”
“Yes. All right. I’ll try.”
James bent down. His weak leg pained him, 
but he slipped one hand behind her knees, and the 
other behind her back. He straightened, lifting her. 
He felt the warmth, and the weight of her hair. Her 
scent of jasmine and citrus surrounded him famil­
iarly, twining like a cat around his head. She was 
light, thin, and long, almost breakable in his arms. 
It shocked him; then, strangely, it hurt him, and in
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a different part of his soul than the part that had 
been raging all this while. He so clearly remem­
bered, all at once, the first time he had embraced 
Vee, when they had been young, and absurdly, na­
ively alive. They had kissed, and he had lifted her 
off her feet. She had been long and light then too, 
but strong as a bundle of supple reeds. W hat a 
beauty she had been in Irene’s garden, that lush 
place, rioting with color and scent. There had been 
no garden to rival it until Vee and he had trans­
planted Irene’s garden into their own— Vee’s 
own— here, in their home— Vee’s home. He had 
barely had time to appreciate it before he had gone 
away. James had loved Vee, and the children that 
they were going to have, but then, never did. And 
now, Vee was brittle, light in his arms, exactly the 
way her grandmother, Irene, had been when he had 
earned her into her Nantucket garden for the very 
last time . . . .
Then, James knew.
He understood.
He looked at Vee’s face and saw his wife.
She was smiling. “You remember, James?” She 
whispered, “My love.”
“Yesss.” His voice wavered so that the word 
was barely audible, but for the hiss. Tears spilled 
from his eyes. They coursed down his face, trac­
ing the livid scar on his cheek. Remembrance, hav­
ing started, now would never stop. It was sweet, 
and it was bitter. The husband knew his wife, and 
that she was bound to him.
“Take me into our garden then?”
“Yes, Vee.”
James moved toward the French doors and, 
opening them, looked out at the garden. The scent 
of it assaulted him, the moistness, even on this cold 
autumn night. It was as if there had been a wall 
inside him, all this time. One over which he might 
have climbed as easily as the little girls had. He 
had been in the dark and now he saw the lights. 
Zipping through the air, they were, wings thrum­
ming, drawing him into the garden, moving toward 
the hidden gazebo.
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There had been a faint memory, half-believed, 
barely visible to him all these lonely years. Now 
James remembered the way they had come, legions 
of them, on the night Irene had died and Veronica 
had released her, “with love.”
“Is it Sirvinus?” James asked, gazing again at 
his wife’s face, remembering.
He had punished himself for the things he had 
seen and endured. For the things he had done, and 
had not done, the blood spilled, lives stolen, wasted, 
but now he knew that he had punished his only 
love, his wife. He had senselessly punished his Vee 
and there was only one thing he could do to make 
up for that, and now it would be so hard to do. So 
hard that he was faint with pain of knowing it.
“Yes, Sirvinus is here, James. They’re all here, 
and Iris and Amanda and Byron. Will you take me 
to them, by the stream?”
James and Veronica entered their garden. 
Something like a song filled the air.
Iris and Amanda never forgot Veronica Lake. 
Even during college they visited the garden on holi­
days, and helped James. He lived on for many years, 
learning joy again in the care of Vee’s garden.
Byron Wilkes inherited his father’s Nursery. 
He helped James in the garden and the New Wilkes 
Nursery contained rare and exquisite flowers, 
plants renowned for their hardiness and beauty, all 
thanks to Veronica Lake. His business expanded 
brilliantly. Iris looked forward to seeing him when­
ever she was home because it had not been, after 
all, indigestion.
Amanda married after college and moved to 
California, but she and Iris were in constant con­
tact, blood-sisters forever.
When James passed away, he left the house 
and garden to Iris Lessing. She moved into the 
stone house and was as comfortable in it as if she 
had lived there her whole life. She married Byron 
Wilkes soon after, and they had two sons. The 
rooms Veronica had built for her children were 
inhabited at last.
Iris and Byron’s first granddaughter was named 
Veronica, and at seven she received, from her 
grandmother, an extraordinary rosewood box redo­
lent of sandalwood and cedar.
Veronica Wilkes is looking forward to the day 
when she will have a friend like Amanda Reese, and 
further into the future, when she will have a seven- 
year-old granddaughter. Meanwhile she treasures the 
amber jewelry. She listens to the peacock music box, 
imitates the three monkeys, and wonders at the Ori­
ental woman commanding the water to rise. She plays 
with the cedar tea set, and has never lost a piece. She 
once asked her grandmother to light the least edge of 
the smudge stick so that she could smell the pleasing 
odor. She is learning to toss the coins, and tally them, 
to read I Ching and Tarot.
More than all the rest, Veronica’s favorite thing 
is to loosen the blue corded ribbon, and unroll the 
handm ade parchm ent w hile she sits in her 
grandm other’s lap. She admires the leaves and 
flowers, artfully arranged, and the wording, espe­
cially the “blood-crimson” part, while Iris tells her 
the story yet again. She examines the signatures. 
The thumbprints that are clear but rust-colored with 
age. Then, always, and for a very long time, she 
gazes at the photograph that her grandmother se­
creted inside the scroll.
It is a photograph, black and white, of her 
grandmother’s garden, taken from a distance, at 
night. You can see the white gazebo clearly. The 
stream glitters madly in moonlight and the air glit­
ters too, as if strewn with diamonds.
A white-haired man stands near the stream 
holding a woman in his arms. Her long hair is loose. 
It flows over his arm like heavy silk. He is looking 
at her with love in his goodbye eyes. She is look­
ing back at him, but her eyes are closing, as if she 
is falling asleep. Small lights, like fireflies, sur­
round them. Thousands of lights, that are stream­
ing up into the night sky trailing a golden thread. 
It seems to issue from between the faintly smiling, 
parted lips of the woman.
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